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Highlights 

This 2010 report on American's and Educator's understanding and 
attitudes about learning disabilities represents the fourth in a series of 
studies commissioned by the Emily Hall Tremaine Foundation since 1995. 
These periodic measurements are an important tool for understanding the 
progress - or lack of progress - that is being made in how both Parents 
and the United States educational system are addressing the needs of 
children who learn differently. 

In this new study, we see increasing improvement on critical issues, 
such as support for tailoring the educational process to match 
children's differing learning styles. But that support is often 
contrasted against a lack of basic knowledge about learning 
disabilities or a lack of urgency about how early detection of learning 
differences must be addressed . And very importantly, these challenges 
exist not only in the attitudes and actions of the General Public, but among 
Parents and Educators as well. 

What follows are highlights from the 2010 study. Though there have been 
gratifying trends and advances in people's understanding about learning 
disabilities, the poll also highlighted troubling and persistent 
misperceptions that present barriers for anyone interested in ensuring that 
children with learning differences are helped to achieve their full potential. 



Eight in ten 
Americans agree that 
kids learn in 
different ways. 

Virtually all 
Educators agree. 



Gratifying Trends 

Since 1995, when this research initiative began, the issue of learning 
disabilities has gained some traction. Both the General Public and 
Parents, as well as Educators, increasingly embrace the foundational 
notion that individuals have differences that lead them to learn most 
effectively in different ways - and that children with learning disabilities 
have average or above average intelligence. 

• Americans and Educators agree that children learn in different ways. 
Up 9 points from 2004, eight in ten Americans (79%) agree 
(strongly /some what) that kids learn in different ways. Virtually all 
educators (99%) say the same. 
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• The number of Americans who say they are familiar with learning 
disabilities is on the rise. In 2010, the General Public is much more 
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likely to say they have heard or read "a lot" about learning disabilities 
now than in both 2004 and 1999. 



Eight in ten 
Americans agree 
"children with 
learning disabilities 
are just as smart as 
you and me " 



• The General Public is now more likely to recognize the fact that 
children with learning disabilities are of average or above average 
intelligence. Eight in ten Americans (80%) consider the statement 
"children with learning disabilities are just as smart as you and me" to 
be accurate. 

• Almost all parents today agree children can learn to compensate for a 
learning disability with proper instruction. 



Children With Learning Disabilities Are 
Just As Smart as You and Me 

% Americans who consider following statement completely/somewhat accurate 



■ Completely accurate □ Somewhat accurate 
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Troubling Trends 



There continues to be 
a critical lack of 
understanding 
among some Parents 
and Educators about 
a foundational issue: 
learning disabilities 
refer specifically to 
learning differences - 
not physical, mental 
or emotional 
disabilities. 



Confusion About Learning Disabilities 

Despite some gratifying findings, there are some troubling ones as well. 
The results of this survey, when looked at as a whole, suggest that the 
understanding of learning disabilities may be somewhat superficial, not 
only among the General Public and Parents, but among Administrators 
and Teachers as well. Importantly, this lack of understanding is not 
limited to what some might consider gray areas in terms of what is labeled 
a learning disability, such as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) or 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). There continues to be 
a critical lack of understanding among a proportion of both Parents and 
Educators about a foundational issue: learning disabilities refer 
specifically to learning differences - not physical, mental or emotional 
disabilities. A lack of understanding on this key point has profound 
implications for how learning disabled children are perceived, how their 
needs are addressed, and expectations about their future potential. 
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A large majority of 
the General Public, 
Parents and 
Teachers 
incorrectly 
associate mental 
retardation and 
autism with 
learning 
disabilities. 

Half or more of 
school 

administrators do 
as well. 



• Seven out of ten or more of the General Public, Parents and Teachers 
incorrectly associate mental retardation and autism with learning 
disabilities. And half or more of school administrators do as well. 

• Approaching half of the General Public and Parents link deafness and 
blindness with learning disabilities - and about a third of Educators do 
as well. 



Stigma 

There continues to be a stigma associated with learning disabilities for 

many people - perhaps stemming from a lack of understanding about 
learning disabilities. Signs of this stigma emerge in both explicit and 
implicit ways . 

• About half of the General Public and Parents agree that learning 
disabilities are often just laziness. 

• A majority of the General Public and Parents believe that learning 
disabilities are often a product of the home environment children are 
raised in. Four in 10 Teachers and three in 10 Administrators also 
agree. 



Majority c 
% who agree lea 

Parents 

General Public 

Teachers 

Administrators 


if Parents and Public Blame Home Environment 
for Children's Learning Disabilities 

rning disabilities often caused by the home environment 
children are raised in 


17% 
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55% 
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□ Somewhat agree 
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Misunderstanding 
about learning 
disabilities being 
merely laziness or 
being caused by a 
home environment 
are not conducive to 
Parents being open 
to early diagnosis for 
learning disabilities. 

Nor does this 
misunderstanding 
bode well for 
Educators seeing 
Parents as partners 
in addressing the 
issues. 



These types of misunderstandings - about learning disabilities being 
laziness or being caused by a home environment ~ are not conducive to 
Parents being open to early diagnosis and intervention for learning 
disabilities. Nor does it bode well for Educators seeing Parents as partners 
in addressing the issues. 

• Thus, it is perhaps not surprising that four in ten Parents believe that 
"other parents" would opt to address their children's learning 
disabilities privately , rather than turning to teachers. 



Delay in Diagnosis 

• Perhaps in part because of the stigma that exists around learning 
disabilities, many Parents continue to ignore "potential signs of 
trouble" - instead choosing to wait and see if their child will "grow 
out of it ." A sizable number of parents believe a 5-to-8 year old child 
will grow out of such warning signs as trouble using a pen or pencil, 
matching letters with their sounds and making friends. Parents are 
even more forgiving of these traits in 3-to-4 year old children, which 
makes early diagnoses and intervention more difficult. 
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Early Intervention 

• Americans overwhelming support the idea of government-funded Pre- 
K Education programs designed to get a head start on helping children 
at risk for learning disabilities. Teachers and Administrators are also in 
agreement as to the merits of such a program. 



Majority Support Government Funded Pre-K Programs for At Risk 
Leaning Disabled Children 

% saying "yes" 



Parents 



General Public 



Teachers 



Administrators 



78% 



79% 



85% 



82% 
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A mere 3% of 
parents who 
needed 
information 
about learning 
disabilities said 
they first turned 
to social 
networks sites 
like Facebook. 



Parent/Educator Disconnect 

• The vast majority of Educators continue to consider that a lack of 
support from parents in helping their children learn is a major 
challenge confronting schools working with learning disabled children. 

• Many Educators believe parents are often not willing to face the 
fact that their child may have learning disabilities. 

Information Sources for Information on Learning Disabilities 

• When looking at where Parents have actually turned for 
information about learning disabilities, we see another type of 
disconnect. Although seven in ten Parents say that if they had 
concerns about their child having learning disabilities, they would 
reach out to the child's teacher - far fewer apparently actually do. 
Among Parents who have needed information on learning disabilities, 
just over a third or fewer reported looking to doctors, teachers or any 
of the possible sources listed, including various types of online 
sources. 

• Interestingly, in a new finding for 2010, a mere 3% said they 
turned to social networking sites like Facebook. 
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There is some 
confusion 
among even 
Educators about 
the basic 
definition of 
learning 
disabilities and 
what causes 
them. 



Educators Assessing Their Effectiveness Teaching Children With 
Learning Disabilities 



Educators generally rate themselves highly for their own training and 
skills in meeting the needs of learning disabled children - despite the fact 
that, as discussed earlier, there is some confusion among even Educators 
about the basic definition of learning disabilities and what causes them. In 
addition, Administrators rate their own training and the offerings of 
their school districts more highly than Teachers do - again reflecting 
another disconnect on issues surrounding the education of students 
with learning differences. 



• Eight in ten Educators say they feel confident teaching children 
with learning disabilities. Nine in ten Administrators agree overall 
that their training has prepared them for teaching LD children - 
and 60% agree strongly. Eight in 10 Teachers feel their training 
has prepared them - however only 37% feel strongly, showing a 
lower degree of underlying confidence on these issues. 



Teachers and Administrators Feel Prepared to Deal With Students 
Who Have Learning Disabilities 

% who agree "my training and education has prepared me to deal 
with students with learning disabilities" 
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Only about one third 
of Teachers agree 
strongly that their 
schools offer them 
training to help 
children who have 
learning disabilities. 



• Both the Administrators and Teachers give their schools or school 
districts high marks for offering training to help teach children 
with learning disabilities. However, Administrators again feel 
more strongly about it, with the majority — 53% — agreeing 
strongly that their school districts offer such training. For 
comparison, only 36% of Teachers agree strongly that their schools 
offer them training to help with children who have learning 
disabilities. 



Educators Say Schools Offer Training for 
Teaching Children With Learning Disabilities 



% who agree "my school/school district offers training to help me with 
children who have learning disabilities" 



□ Strongly agree □ Somewhat agree 



Teachers 



Administrators 



36% 



41% 



77% 



53% 



33% 



86% 
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• Teachers and Administrators are in agreement as to the benefits of 
digital media. Overall, seven in ten believe digital media can be at 
least somewhat helpful. Four in ten say it can be "very" helpful. 



Believe Digital Media Can be Helpful in Teaching Children With 

Learning Disabilities 

[Q.15]Base: Total 

% who, when asked to rate the helpfulness of digital media in their 

school/school district's ability to assist children with learning 

disabilities, give digital media a 4/5 top rating 




□ 5 rating (Digital media is very helpful) □ 4 rating 
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In general, 
Administrators 
are more likely 
than Teachers 
to perceive that 
schools are 
investing in key 
elements of 
"Response to 
Intervention." 



Commitment to "Response to Intervention" 

• When it comes to early testing children for learning disabilities, six 
in ten Educators say they are familiar with the terms RTI or 
Response to Intervention. 

• Eight in 10 Administrators and seven in 10 Teachers report that 
their school district is committed to RTI. Professional 
development, training and support are the key ways schools invest 
in RTI, followed by a lesser degree to support in the classroom, 
technology and program evaluation. In general. Administrators are 
more likely to perceive that schools are investing in these areas 
than Teachers are. 
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How Schools Invest in Response to Intervention 
% saying each is a way their school/school district has invested in RTI 



□ Teachers 



□ Administrators 
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support 

Extra support in the 
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